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A questionnaire is more than a questionnaire TAGE SØNDERGÅ RD KRISTENSEN Task-Consult, Østre Allé 35E, Gilleleje, Denmark
This special issue of the Scandinavian Journal of Public Health is devoted to articles on the Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire (COPSOQ). I have been asked to participate with a personal contribution and have been given the freedom to write whatever I find appropriate.
My main message in this article is that a questionnaire is not just a questionnaire. A questionnaire, such as COPSOQ, is a tool for creating theoretical insight, an eye opener for employees and employers, a way to create a new language, a bridge for building long lasting ties between researchers and workplaces, a way to give legitimacy to the field of psychosocial factors at work, an instrument for creating new personal and professional friendships, and -last but not least -a tool for improvement of the working conditions for thousands of employees and for increasing the productivity of the companies.
I cannot cover all these aspects in detail but I will touch upon most of them in the following.
The aims of COPSOQ About 15 years ago Vilhelm Borg and I founded the psychosocial research group at the National Institute of Occupational Health in Denmark. Before this time the institute had given priority to physical, chemical, and ergonomic factors at work. After a short while we were approached by several work environment professionals who had serious problems in connection with the assessment of psychosocial factors at the workplace. A large number of private consultants and firms offered many different tools and questionnaires but the quality seemed to be low, there were no national data, and -above all -there were no criteria for choosing one instrument over another. The professionals asked for national standards and guidelines, and -if possible -a national instrument.
We decided to take up this challenge. During our discussions the idea of the ''Three-level concept'' quickly emerged: A long questionnaire for the researchers, a medium size for the professional work environment experts (occupational health services, labour inspection, private consultants, organizations, big companies), and a short version for the smaller companies and workplaces. As a natural consequence of this, the following goals of the Three-level concepts were formulated [1] :
To develop valid and relevant instruments for the assessment of psychosocial factors at work To make national and international comparisons possible To improve evaluations of interventions To facilitate surveillance and benchmarking To improve the communication between workplaces, work environment professionals, and researchers To make it easier for the users to understand difficult concepts and theories It is of course up to others to evaluate to what degree we have reached these goals, but I can honestly say that for the founding group the success of the COPSOQ concept has been much greater than we had ever imagined. I believe that the articles in this special issue demonstrate this point.
attached to one specific theory (such as the Job Content Questionnaire) [1, p. 439 ]. Thus, the COPSOQ I, which was developed around the year 2000 and presented in English in 2005, included most of the dimensions of the seven influential psychosocial theories reviewed by Kompier in his paper on models of psychosocial factors at work [2] . At this time it was very common in psychosocial research to ''cover'' the psychosocial work environment by including the two or three dimensions of the job strain model and perhaps also the two dimensions of the effort-reward imbalance model. (Later a third model was added: The justice at work model [3] ).
It was one of our main points that the two or three well-known models did not paint the whole picture. Many relevant and important psychosocial factors at work were left out, and this had serious implications for research as well as prevention. The papers of the present issue of this journal illustrate the point perfectly well. In the presented studies of psychological well-being, intention to leave, and long term absence the following ''new'' risk factors appear to be independent predictors: Emotional demands [4] [5] [6] , meaning of work [4, 6, 7] , predictability [6, 8] , role clarity or conflicts [5, 8] , and commitment to the workplace [6, 7] . In comparison, influence at work (decision authority) is only a significant predictor in one of the studies [8] . In the paper by Burr et al. [4] this point is illustrated in a particularly clear way since neither the job strain model nor the effortreward imbalance model predict ill psychological health, while high emotional demands and low meaning of work turn out to be significant predictors.
The paper by Aust et al. [9] on an unsuccessful intervention study is particularly interesting. This study shows a number of differences between the intervention and control group with regard to psychosocial factors at work. (Three of these differences were statistically significant and in the ''wrong'' direction). These differences were only found because of the use of a comprehensive questionnaire such as COPSOQ.
The additional insight gained by using a broad questionnaire has also been illustrated by a number of other studies from our psychosocial research group published since 2005. In studies of absence, burnout, exclusion from the labour market, and return to work, the following significant independent risk factors have been identified: Meaning of work [10] [11] [12] [13] , predictability [10, 11, 13, 14] , quality of leadership [10, 11, 15] , role conflicts [10, 11, 15] , and emotional demands [10, 15] . Seen across these studies [10] [11] [12] [13] [14] [15] and the results reported in this issue [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] [9] , it is remarkable to see the high number of studies showing significant associations with emotional demands, meaning of work, and predictability. This is not the place to elaborate further on this strong pattern, but our results clearly deserve theoretical consideration and discussion.
From job factors via relational factors to social capital
In the international psychosocial literature it is common practice to review and evaluate the importance of psychosocial factors by summing up the number of ''positive'' and ''negative'' studies. The role model seems to be natural science where a given risk factor (such as smoking) is assumed to have the same effects regardless of time and place.
It seems to me that such an approach is naïve and unfruitful. Experience, as well as a vast amount of studies, indicate that the importance of a specific risk factor depends on context. Context could be gender, time period, culture, labour market conditions, social class and many other factors. Instead of asking if, for example, job strain leads to heart disease, we should ask: Under what conditions do what psychosocial factors lead to what outcomes? Two examples will illustrate this point. First, it is well known that cardiovascular diseases used to be diseases of the upper classes in western Europe, but that the trend reversed so that they are today diseases of the lower classes. Two English studies published 30 years apart clearly illustrate this point [16, 17] . And second, a number of studies of psychosocial factors at work clearly show that risk factors for men and women differ markedly with very little overlap [13, 15, 18] . Indeed, it is very rare to see analyses stratified for gender finding the same patterns for the two sexes.
During my time as a researcher in psychosocial factors at work, I have experienced a definite change with regard to the context of the labour market in my country. My first study was on work and health of women, published in 1978 [19] . (Those were the days when we wrote thick books but not international articles!). The main focus was on the typical features of the jobs of unskilled women in industry: high work pace, monotony, low influence, etc. Therefore, Karasek's job strain model came as sent from heaven [20] , and I was fortunate enough to have a typewritten copy months before this famous article was published in 1979. In my next study on slaughterhouse workers I was still focusing very much on the job characteristics of these workers, and I discovered that high job strain was not only associated with absence from work [21] , but also with use of medicine [22] , accidents, stress, fatigue and many other endpoints [23] .
This research and the research of many of my colleagues in Sweden and Denmark had a decisive impact on Danish society. Psychosocial factors went from being controversial and almost taboo to being accepted and established. One of the manifestations of this was the high priority given to female industrial workers in connection with the establishment of the Danish occupational health services. Another clear sign of social and political acceptance was the national action plan against one-sided repetitive work launched in 1993. This action plan was supported by the minister of labour as well as the main organizations of employers and employees.
Since the year 2000 a new picture has emerged. In brief there has been a transition from ''job factors'' (such as quantitative demands, decision authority and skill discretion) to ''relational factors''. Relational factors are characteristics of relations between colleagues, between employees and supervisors, or between employees and customers/clients. Typical examples are predictability, support, quality of leadership, recognition, social community, emotional demands, demands for hiding emotions, workfamily conflicts, role conflicts, interpersonal conflicts, bullying, violence, and sexual harassment. The new situation is briefly described as: ''We are each other's work environment''.
This shift has not only been noticeable in our research (as already described above) but is also confirmed by the labour inspection, the labour unions, work environment professionals, workers' compensation system, etc. As far as I can see, there are three main explanations: First, many of the industrial jobs have moved out of the country to countries with lower pay and poorer working conditions. Second, autonomous groups, customer focus, project organization etc. has expanded in all sectors. And third, the public sector with a great emphasis on ''people work'' has expanded.
And while I write these lines a third paradigm of psychosocial factors is manifesting itself in Denmark:
The social capital of the workplaces has come into focus. In 2008 a so-called white book on the topic was published by the National Work Environment Council in collaboration with the National Research Center for Work Environment [24] . In this book we have defined the social capital of the workplace and reviewed the international literature on work and social capital. Social capital in the workplace is defined as collaborative capabilities of the company based on trust and justice. Along with this, a number of ongoing studies have suggested that the two scales of trust (so-called ''vertical'' trust) and justice of the COPSOQ II [25] could be a very good operationalization of company social capital. At company level the correlation of trust and justice is very high, so the average score of these two scales is an obvious measure of social capital.
In order to illustrate the type of findings in the current projects, two simple figures are presented below. Both figures are based on a study of the social capital of all the elementary schools (n ¼ 12) in a provincial municipality of Denmark. Figure 1 shows the association between the dimension of leadership quality and social capital. The unit of analysis is the workplace (school), and the figure shows a perfect correlation between the two dimensions. This finding corresponds to the results of several other ongoing studies. We still have not found a workplace with discrepancy between social capital and leadership quality. Figure 2 shows the clear association between the average level of recognition and the social capital of the schools. It should be emphasized that not all associations look like this. There are very weak or no association between social capital and average levels of, e.g., quantitative demands and emotional demands.
The results illustrated by the two figures are typical for the findings in the ongoing studies of company social capital: (1) We have found strong correlations at workplace level with factors such as leadership, sense of community, social support, recognition, and predictability. (2) We have also found clear correlations with job satisfaction, commitment to the workplace, intention to stay, sickness absence, and a number of measures of psychological well-being.
(3) We now have suggestive, but encouraging, results on performance indicators such as productivity, customer satisfaction, quality of services etc.
The two figures illustrate another striking feature of these studies: the large differences in social capital between workplaces within the same structural and economic framework. The schools illustrated in Figures 1 and 2 function under the same municipal authority, the same laws and regulations, the same economic budget, the same general agreement, and have (approximately) the same kind of children. And in spite of this the score for social capital varies from 50 points to almost 80! (As pointed out by Pejtersen et al [26] a difference of 5-10 points makes a difference for the employees). In other words, the social capital differences between these schools cannot be explained by outside structural or economic factors, which indicates that ''any school can do it''! So far, our research strongly suggests that a factor of principal importance for developing high social capital is leadership quality.
In Denmark the interest in company social capital has been overwhelming during the past couple of years. A considerable number of research projects have been launched, meetings and seminars are arranged every week, workplaces initiate development plans for increasing company social capital, and private consultants -as always -offer their assistance. During my time as a researcher I have not experienced a similar wave of enthusiasm before.
In summary, the focus of Danish psychosocial work environment research during the years 1980-2010 has developed through three stages. Today the focus is not so much on the association between psychosocial factors and health, because the importance of psychosocial factors is generally accepted. The focus is much more on the macro level: what factors shape the psychosocial work environment? In our paper on the development of psychosocial factors in Denmark during the period 1997 to 2005 we concluded: ''It is noteworthy that almost all models and most research on psychosocial factors at work deal with the impact of work environment factors on health and health-related factors. If our goal is to understand the forces shaping and changing the work environment, this focus is clearly insufficient. We need theories and research regarding the factors that shape the psychosocial work environment of the future.'' [27, p 291 ]. In the present issue Llorens et al. focus on the importance of labour management practices using the Spanish/Catalan version of COPSOQ [28] . Much more research on this important issue is necessary. My main point in this connection is that the two versions of COPSOQ [1, 25] have been able not only to reflect and document the transition from job factors to company factors but also to contribute to this development of a more global understanding of psychosocial factors. If we had chosen a ''modelspecific'' instrument instead of an open instrument this could not have been possible. A tool is not only a passive instrument but also a means of gaining new insight and perspective.
Furthermore, the development of COPSOQ has been stimulated by statistical analyses going ''beyond Cronbach's alpha'' using modern psychometric methods of scale analysis [26, [29] [30] [31] . In this connection the tremendous impact of Jakob Bue Bjorner's work cannot be overestimated. As an example, the use of analyses for differential item function (DIF) paved the road for the use of the two scales for job demands: one for amount of work (''quantitative demands'') and another for work tempo (''work pace'') [25, 30] .
A tool for interventions and improvements
As I mentioned in the introduction, the COPSOQ was not only meant to be a research instrument, but also to be a tool for workplace surveys. The medium and short questionnaires have now been used by thousands of workplaces in Denmark as well as in other countries, mainly Spain and Germany [32] [33] [34] [35] [36] . Promising developments have taken place in countries such as Chile [37] , China, Iran, France, Belgium and elsewhere.
The workplace surveys have given workplaces a solid basis for making priorities in the continued work for the improvement of the working conditions. This has often been a difficult task since psychosocial factors are not well established risk factors in many countries. Among the many obstacles the ''psychosocial pioneers'' have not only met ignorance but also neglect and strong resistance. This resistance often comes from employers and organizations as well as government agencies and work environment professionals. The general tendency has, however, been positive. Psychosocial factors are slowly but steadily becoming recognized in more and more countries. Change takes time.
We have identified two distinct processes in many countries. First, the COPSOQ has given workers, employers and experts a common language and, above all, a much ''richer'' language. Suddenly they can communicate using terms such as role clarity, emotional demands and meaning of work. And secondly, many of the COPSOQ pioneers have used the prestige and recognition of the Scandinavian researchers as a lever in their own national context. The words of a professor with grey hair and a long CV from a distant country often carries more weight than the words of a well-known local person! The field of workplace surveys, risk assessment, interventions and improvement is an extremely important one that should be given much higher priority in the future. The article by Aust et al. in this issue [9] illustrates this point in an excellent way. After all, the ultimate goal of psychosocial work environment research is to improve the working conditions and to create better workplaces in the future. Our article on the Danish development [27] shows that the trend can be negative even in countries where psychosocial factors have been given high priority.
A tool for creating networks For me, as well as for many others, working with COPSOQ has had an unanticipated but very positive side effect: the creation of long lasting networks and friendships. At the national level the use of COPSOQ has often been the first step in a process leading to further collaboration with companies, organizations and other researchers. At present I participate in a number of research projects based on close collaboration with workplaces in which COPSOQ is an important part. Also, one of Denmark's largest unions has recently used COPSOQ in a comprehensive study of the work environment of its members. Very often one kind of collaboration leads to the next. For instance, we have worked with a large financial company for some years in connection with the regular workplace surveys. This has now resulted in a large prospective research project looking into the associations between psychosocial work environment factors and Key Performance Indicators (KPIs).
At the international level strong ties have developed between researchers and others from a large number of countries. Collaboration has often been two-sided but two more formal COPSOQ conferences have also taken place. The first was in Denmark in 2007 and the second in Germany in 2009. The next conference will be in Barcelona in 2011. An excellent group of three, Jakob Bue Bjorner, Salvador Moncada and Matthias Nü bling, will be in charge of the future development of COPSOQ. For me it is time to step back, but I will certainly follow future developments with great interest and enthusiasm.
